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I introduce gender into my courses early in the semester, not only because I prioritize
gender and the inclusion of women in my teaching, but also because once introduced to the
students, the concept of gender helps us utilize other theoretical methods of examining the
past. The students and I use gender as an intellectual precursor to understand social
categories and ideas such as race, ethnicity, class and even some ecological ideas. Once
students see that categories such as feminine and masculine can be disentangled from
female and male and once they understand the social and historical nature of these
categories they can apply these ways of thinking to other situations and intellectual
approaches. In a sense, I use gender like a machine shop, as a shop full of theoretical tools
given to the students early in the semester that enable them to create more intellectual
tools later in the semester.
In my history courses that focus on North America, I begin discussing women and gender
norms when we examine the First People’s (or Native Americans). The many tribes that
lived in North America provide ample opportunity to show differing gender roles,
particularly as they relate to production. For example, women from the Wampanoag and
Osage peoples did much of the agricultural work, using technologies that Europeans, when
they arrived, associated with men. After discussing gender roles and norms, we move on to
ways that these norms contributed to various social hierarchies. For example, Kathleen
Brown, in Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, Race and Power in
Colonial Virginia, credits the gender differences between the First Peoples and the
Europeans, as they related to agricultural production, with contributing to the creation of
chattel slavery in mid-seventeenth century Virginia. These kinds of cultural encounters that
occurred in early American history and the differing social and technological arrangements
between the various groups, helps me to introduce the concept of gender to my students
early in the semester.
The students and I continue to connect gender and technology throughout my courses,
using the “co-creation” model outlined by Lerman, Oldenziel, and Mohun in Gender &
Technology: A Reader. By the end of the semester, (most of the) students in my history of
technology class can both discuss the historical developments of masculinity and
femininity as they relate to technology and see the gendering of technology that occurs
around them on a daily basis. While I think that being able to use gender as a tool to
analyze technology is important, I think that most historians of technology already
understand this and hopefully already discuss the “co-creation” of gender and technology
in their courses. So, I am going to elaborate on how gender creates an intellectual
foundation for other ways of analyzing and teaching the history of technology.

Part of the reason why gender is a useful tool to set up subsequent theoretical modes of
analysis relates to its apparent binary nature and the seemingly direct connections
between the biological categories male and female, and the social categories masculine and
feminine. While I think these perceptions must be dispelled from students’ minds as
quickly as possible, they serve as useful teaching devices in the classroom because students
find them simpler than race and ethnicity and easier to discuss. When I ask students to
define gender most of them respond with “male and female.” This initiates a conversation
about the difference between gender and sex, between female and male, and feminine and
masculine. Technology and the broader material world wonderfully highlight the
differences between these categories. Images of feminine and masculine bicycles,
automobiles, razors, and domestic spaces quickly show the constructed nature of gender
norms (and the associated technologies). Without much effort students can see that while
gender and biology appear directly and naturally connected, people have made these
connections and that the connections between gender and biology change over time.
Once I establish gender as a social construct, I shift to biology and try to demonstrate how
the categories female and male have also been influenced by social structures and cultural
perceptions. Thomas Laquer’s work, particularly the images from Making Sex: Body and
Gender from the Greeks to Freud that depict female anatomy as an inversion of male
anatomy, starkly shows the influence of cultural perceptions on the historical construction
of the categories female and male. Ultimately, I want students to see both gender and sex as
spectrums instead of binary categories; masculine and feminine and male and female
representing poles on these spectrums. Students who can conceptualize sex and gender as
spectrums and who understand that they possess varying degrees of male and female
biology and know that they can easily adjust their gender identity, not only have a more
solid understanding of gender theory, but will also better grasp race and ethnicity when I
introduce these ideas to the class. Most of the conversation about gender as a spectrum
occurs without technological examples, because I simply have not identified technologies
that exemplify this idea. This has led me to the conclusion that that material culture in
North America reifies binary notions of gender.
Once students can recognize the co-creation of gender and technology, I use gender as a
reference point to discuss similar dynamics with other social categories such as race and
ethnicity. Conversations about the construction of phenotype and genotype scaffold from
the earlier sex and gender conversations. The question, “is technology racial” doesn’t sound
so strange to students if they have already observed that technology is gendered. The idea
that people perform their class identities and use technology to do this also extends nicely
from gendered examples of technology. Gender even informs the way I teach
environmental studies, as masculinity and masculine technology easily show exploitation
of landscapes that have been categorized as feminine. In these ways, I build different
approaches to analyzing the history of technology from the gender foundation that I laid
earlier in the semester.
As a group of scholars, the Society for the History of Technology has done an excellent job
connecting gender and technology. Because of the quality of this work, we are able to use it
to expand our analysis of technology into new social areas, helping our students

understand broader linkages between technology and society. In the classroom, gender is
my favorite tool for many different types of social analysis because it nicely scaffolds other
ways of thinking, providing a foundation for studies of technology focused on race, class or
environmental exploitation. Part of this relates to gender theory and my students’
conceptions of sex and gender, but the work we have done as a community of scholars to
highlight the co-creation of gender and technology has provided me with innumerable
examples to help my students understand the world they occupy.
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